Summary: In England in 2010, the then Children's Workforce Development Council introduced an initiative which aimed to support front line social work managers in the performance of their role. This article reflects on the way in which support was interpreted and implemented by the Children's Workforce Development Council and the local authorities that participated in the project, but also the relevance of the project for the social work profession in England at the time.
Introduction
Since the 1970s, welfare provision in the United Kingdom in general and England in particular, has been reshaped by neoliberalism. With private sector services steadily replacing those previously provided directly by the state, both central and local government have deployed techno-rational 1 methods of management as a means of prescribing their quantity and quality (Harlow 2000; Harlow 2003; Harlow et al. 2012; Harris 2003; James 2004) . In general, these managerialist attempts to ensure quality, as well as reduce risk within children's services, have increased bureaucracy (particularly by means of information and communication technologies) and decreased professional autonomy . Furthermore, the organizational reconfiguration that aims to encourage inter-professionalism amongst all children and family practitioners, has led to the end of Social Services Departments and the separation of social workers from their adult focussed counterparts. In some instances these new organizational configurations have led to corporate management and the specific professional needs of social workers going unaddressed. This article emerges from, rather than reports on, a process evaluation (see Robson 2011) of the 'Support to Front Line Managers Project'. It constitutes a retrospective reflection on the meaning of 'support' that was central to this initiative and to the way in which it was to be implemented by the organizations involved. By examining the organizational intentions and practices in the light of current debates, an interpretive case study will be offered that illustrates one particular aspect of social work development in England at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
According to Thomas (2011: 9) 'The case study is not a method in itself.
Rather, it is a focus and the focus is on one thing, looked at in depth and from many angles'. The 'one thing' that is being looked at here, is the 3 way in which 'support' to front line managers was constructed by the Children's Workforce Development Council, and implemented by local authorities. Its significance to social work in England at the time of its implementation is then reflected and commented upon. Insights emerging from this reflection may contribute to wider debates on the management of children and families services as well as challenges facing social work in neoliberal contexts in general. The article will first describe and highlight the significance of supervision, then the organizational initiation of the 'Support to Front Line Managers Project'. Following this, the evaluation of the initiative will be recounted. The way in which the support was interpreted and mobilized by the participating organizations will then be presented. Finally, a discussion of these interpretations in the light of the social and organizational context will conclude the article.
The supervision of social work practitioners
According to Kadushin and Harkness (2002) the supervision of social work is as old as social work itself. From the origins of social work in the late nineteenth century, supervision has been the mechanism by which practitioners are: kept in touch with the organizational aims of their employers; enabled to develop their professional competence; and supported to undertake the emotionally difficult aspects of their work.
More recently, Morrison (2006) has described supervision in terms of four functions: to encourage good performance; to facilitate professional development; to provide restorative support; to mediate between the 4 practitioner and the employing organization (Morrison 2006: 32 
Evaluating the 'Support to Front Line Manager's Project'
The aims of the evaluation were as follows: to identify the local authorities' aim and plans for the project; to identify how projects have been implemented; and to identify the local authorities' plans for embedding the project. In essence, the evaluation aimed to find out how the project was operating. Methodologically, this constituted a process evaluation:
Process evaluation is concerned with answering a how, or 'what is going on' question. It concerns the systematic observation and study of what actually occurs in the programme, intervention, or whatever is being evaluated (Robson 2011: 181) .
As indicated above, the Children's Workforce Development Council provided the methodological parameters for the evaluation. Given the pressures on the local authorities, and 'beleaguered' nature of children's services, there was a strong desire to avoid researcher intrusion and a desk-based analysis of documents was stipulated. The documents in question were the administrative forms that had been constructed and circulated by the Children's Workforce Development Council: that is, the 7 project proposals and progress reports that had been submitted by the participating local authorities. Of the 86 local authorities that participated in the project, there were administrative forms available for the evaluation from 81. In addition, the monitoring role of the independent training agency had given rise to some completed quality assurance questionnaires (48) and notes of telephone conversations (12). Although not all of these documents were available for all 81 participating local authorities, 164 documents were examined in total. In order to address the aims of the project, and make use of all of the documents available, the researchers had proposed a quantitative content analysis:
Content analysis is an approach to the analysis of documents and texts (which may be printed or visual) that seek to quantify content in terms of predetermined categories and in a systematic and replicable manner. It is a very flexible method that can be applied to a variety of different media. In a sense, it is not a research method in that it is an approach to the analysis of documents and texts rather than a means of generating data. However, it is usually treated as a research method because of its distinctive approach to analysis (Bryman 2008: 274) .
What is counted in a content analysis is determined by the research question: in this instance, the researchers wanted to identify and quantify data relating to the local authorities' proposals for offering support, the mechanisms by which the support would be provided, who would receive 8 it and the means by which it would be embedded for the future. In keeping with the principles of content analysis, the researchers established a coding scheme. This was developed and piloted in relation to sets of documents from 12 local authorities that had been randomly selected from the total. Two researchers worked on this task and agreed the resulting scheme that was applied across all sets of documents. A coding manual was not considered necessary as the same researcher (the author) took sole responsibility for the scheme's application: put another way, this arrangement facilitated a high degree of consistency of the analysis across all of the documents. By means of this exercise, statistical data were generated.
The strength of quantitative content analysis is that it provides a 'big picture': trends, patterns and absences are discernible across a large number of documents or texts (Deacon 2012: 247) . However, the method 'skates over complex processes of meaning making within texts: the latent levels of form and meaning' (Deacon 2012: 247) . In addition to this general methodological weakness, the documentary data made available were limited in quality (see below). In order to achieve a greater appreciation of the planning for and implementation of the 'Support to Front Line Managers Project', researchers needed to rely more heavily on background information than had been originally anticipated. In consequence, a researcher accompanied the representative of the training organization when site visits were made: site visits were made to three 9 English local authorities. These site visits consisted of a meeting with personnel who had held responsibility for the implementation of the project. Furthermore, in an attempt to 'make sense' of the documents, two telephone interviews were held: one was held with a member of the Children's Workforce Development Council and one with a member of the training organization. Notes were taken during both. Finally, the interpretation of the documents, site visits, and telephone interviews was Despite these limitations, the methodological approach may be considered trustworthy as all three researchers agreed the interpretations made, participants in the site visit meetings agreed the content of the report, and the evaluation 10 commissioners welcomed it as a sound reflection of the Project. Finally, the report was subjected to independent review before it was published.
In terms of ethical protocols, an application for approval was not submitted prior to the start of the evaluation on the grounds that it was not required for a desk-based evaluation, and approval was sought from a relevant University committee at a later point. However, principles of ethical practice were applied from the outset. In order to ensure confidentiality, all documents and notes of verbal communications were stored in a locked filing cabinet. There was no need to construct an information leaflet about the evaluation as all of the verbal communications involved professionals who were already familiar with the Support to Front Line Managers project, the evaluation and the researchers' role. These professionals included: the commissioners of the evaluation; representatives of the training organization that was responsible for monitoring the implementation of the project; and personnel in local authorities whose implementation of the project was considered exemplary. At the start of the telephone interviews, respondents were advised that: notes would be taken; principles of confidentiality would apply; and that the interview could be terminated at any point. As indicated above, representatives of the organizations involved in the evaluation agreed with the interpretations made, and the content of the report was approved before it was published.
Interpreting and implementing support for front line managers
This section of the article will describe the interpretations of support that were considered, and eventually adopted by the Children's Workforce Development Council and then the interpretations that were implemented by the local authorities.
The Children's Workforce Development Council and the interpretations of support
On the basis of the survey of need that was carried out by the independent advisor (see above), the Children's Workforce Development Harlow, et al. 2011:12) .
The local authorities and the interpretation and implementation of support
From all of the data gathered, there are four main themes that are of interest here: firstly, the dominance of educational opportunities as a means of providing support, secondly, the construction of coaching and mentoring as a means of support, thirdly, the blurring of terms and 13 blending of methods provided, and finally, the significance of the locale.
Each one of these themes will be addressed in turn. 
The dominance of educational opportunities as a means of providing support

The blurring of terms and blending of methods of support provided
The analysis of the data indicated that the local authorities blurred the terms coaching and mentoring. The local authorities appeared to use the terms coaching and mentoring interchangeably. The relatively limited reference to the difference between coaching and mentoring may be because the definitions drafted by the Children's Workforce Development
Council did not reach their intended audience (a possibility suggested by a 15 representative of Children's Workforce Development Council) or because any suggestion of difference was not appreciated or was disregarded.
Despite the differences articulated in the literature by Foster-Turner (2006) and Holroyd and Field (2012) , Garvey et al. (2009) argue that swapping between terms and deploying a similar meaning to each is not unusual.
Indeed, following a review of the literature and historical development of each, Garvey et al. conclude that coaching and mentoring are 'essentially the same in nature' (Garvey et al. 2009:27) : the fundamental features of both coaching and mentoring are the development of an interpersonal relationship that uses dialogue and reflection as a means of developing occupational or professional skill, with a view to the improvement in role performance.
There was also a blurring between the education provided and coaching.
For example, one local authority reported that, 'From initial feedback the approach of Action Learning as a way of providing coaching and peer support is being well received by recipients' (Written report provided by a local authority quoted in Harlow et al. 2011:17) . In this instance, the coaching appears to be informal and provided by peers as they participated in an action learning set. On occasion, local authorities claimed to be offering coaching to front line managers, but on closer reading of the documents, it appeared as though front line managers were attending courses on coaching. The provision was therefore educational in content. Put another way, in some instances, rather than front line managers being coached themselves, they were being trained in coaching techniques that they could use when supervising social work practitioners.
However, coaching courses often include experiential components that provide participants with the opportunity to reflect on their own work.
In addition to the blurring, there was also a blending of components that were deemed supportive. For example, one local authority built on a partnership with the local University, and a social work specific coaching and mentoring taught module was constructed. Successful completion enabled participants to earn credits which would count towards a postgraduate award. Importantly, participants of the programme were provided with mentors and were required to maintain a reflective learning journal (Harlow et al. 2011) .
The significance of the locale
Although the Children's Workforce Development Council specified the schemes of support that might be offered, and compliance was encouraged by the monitoring role of the training organization, the particularities of the local authority influenced the way in which support was interpreted and delivered. In the example of the local authority Manager quoted in Harlow et al. 2011:28) . This opportunity to reflect led to the creation of the new post of Advanced Social Work Practitioner: a post intended to relieve front line managers of some of their day-to-day work and pressure.
Concluding discussion
The practice of supervision has been a distinctive component of social work, and for some at least, social work's greatest contribution to the helping professions (see Davys and Beddoe 2010:11) . In the past, it was expected that a social worker would be supervised by a manager who held a social work qualification and had practice experience. Over recent times, however, this arrangement has been in jeopardy in local authorities that had pursued a corporate approach to line management: ideas of flexibility, inter-disciplinarity and the common capabilities of the children's workforce, were discouraging profession specific management.
Furthermore, the practice of supervision was giving way to forms of was retrieving a component of practice that was integral to a professional identity that had become fragile and in need of bolstering (Munro 2010 and . Despite the changes that have followed the reviews of 21 professional social work in England, and the 'success' or otherwise of the 'Support to Front Line Managers Project', the wider economic, political and organizational context means that retrieving supervision and sustaining the identity and confidence of professional social work in England constitutes an on-going and substantial challenge.
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